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BUS line 163:
A Public Pilgrim Bus to Rachel’s Tomb in Jerusalem
Mustafa Diktaş
New Europe College Bucharest
mushtik@hotmail.com

Buses are networks for both physical and social mobility. They permit people to become part of
temporary communities of individuals whose goal is to travel along linear routes, which connect
multiple stops and reach certain destinations. Through an ethnographic case study of Bus No. 163,
which is designated for Jewish pilgrims traveling to Rachel’s tomb in Jerusalem, this paper focuses
on the interactions between travelers that took place on this bus during December 2019 and February
2020. The interactions of people on Bus No 163 helps us better understand this liminal phase of
pilgrimage. The findings of the research, as recorded by participant observation, analyse the liminal
stage of a Jewish pilgrimage by taking into account the social dynamics on this bus. Although there
are several ethnographies on different bus systems, this recent paper focuses on a public-pilgrim
bus, bringing a new understanding not only to pilgrimage but also to transportation studies.
Key Words: liminality, public bus, pilgrimage, Rachel’s Tomb, Jewish, Jerusalem
So Rachel died and was buried on the way to
Ephrath (that is, Bethlehem). Jacob set up
a pillar over her grave; that is the pillar of
Rachel’s grave to this day (Genesis, 35:19-20).

Introduction
One of the outcomes of pilgrimage experiences is
the altering of pilgrim identities, where people enter a
liminal state, leaving behind their normal lives to engage
in out-of-the-ordinary experiences both individually and
with others with whom they interact during their travels
(Turner & Turner, 2011). Several studies have been
conducted on the travel behaviour of different groups,
including commuters, the elderly, college students,
LGBTQI+, and many others (e.g., Larsen & El-Geneidy,
2011; Mutalib, 2016; Chen, 2013; Klein, 2016). These
studies show that different groups of travellers have
different travel behaviour characteristics. However, the
investigation of the interrelationships between pilgrim
and general commuter travel behaviour has received
very little attention, especially in places with strong
religious culture and pilgrimage tradition. As people who
use public transportation systems, pilgrims have similar
attributes as others using the same system. However,
pilgrims also have their own special attributes. Due to the
influence of pilgrimage beliefs and customs, many of the
travel behaviours of pilgrims are fundamentally different
from other groups. The most typical feature of pilgrims
compared with other groups is their common religious
devotions and background.

Figure 1: Pilgrims waiting for Bus No. 163
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Aim and Scope
In this paper I analyse a pilgrim-public bus to Rachel’s
Tomb (Kever Rachel), one of the holiest shrines in
Israeli Judaism, and couch my findings in the concept
of liminality and its significance for this pilgrimage. The
anthropologists Victor and Edith Turner building on Van
Gennep’s three-stage ritual model (involving processes
of separation, transition, and incorporation), are credited
with developing this concept of liminality more fully.
In the Turners’ view, pilgrimage is a universal religious
practice that involves three stages or rites of passage:
separation from the community of origin to enter sacred
space; abiding in an otherworldly liminal existence; and
returning home to reunite with society (Turner & Turner,
2011). The Turners applied this model to Christian
pilgrimage, but my intention here is to show that a similar
model can be applied to Jewish pilgrimage to Rachel’s
Tomb. The purpose of this paper therefore, is to focus
on the liminal portion of pilgrimage. More specifically,
I focus on the experiences of pilgrims in the so-called
‘liminal’ part of their journey by exploring pilgrims
on Bus No. 163, where travellers exist in a communal
atmosphere in a confined space and take part in social
processes during their journey.

Method and Data Collection
Israel’s bus network is the country’s most extensive and
popular transport infrastructure system. There are two
main bus operators. Egged, which is the largest, (and the
second largest in the world), runs an incredible range of
routes across the country (intercity) as well as being the
main bus provider for the cities of Jerusalem and Haifa.
The Egged bus company has run the Bus No. 163 line
since 2009 (Figure 1), which departs from Kiryat ha
Mimshala station, passes through the capital’s Haredi
(Ultra-Orthodox) neighbourhoods, and finally terminates
at Rachel’s tomb. Bus No. 163 is a unique example of
a public bus designated only for the pilgrims going to a
certain sacred place in Israel.
The bus is filled mostly with religious women with
head coverings who make good use of the journey by
whispering psalms in the silence that pervades inside the
bus. To encourage their participation, new passengers
are invited to buy printed copies of the prayers. The
following ethnography outlines and analyses the patterns
that I have observed on twelve different occasions when
I took the Bus No. 163 between the Central Bus Station
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in Jerusalem and Rachel’s Tomb. My experiences have
been pooled together here and retold as one tale. I took
Bus No. 163 between Central bus station Jerusalem and
Rachel’s tomb during the working week between the
times of 8am and 9pm. There were between five and
thirty people on the bus at any one time. The ridership
of the bus is generally composed of religious Jewish
people from a wide range of ethnic backgrounds and age
groups—many being middle-aged or elderly—reflecting
the rich diversity of Jerusalem as a city. People on Bus
No. 163 generally travel alone, although they sometimes
enter the bus with other people. Unlike other buses, Bus
No. 163 stops on Jaffa Road which is opposite the central
bus station rather than entering the station. The bus
runs every one to two hours on weekdays. After leaving
the station the bus passes Shivtei Israel Street and the
Ultra-Orthodox neighbourhood of Mea Shearim before
continuing its way to Rachel’s Tomb (See Figure 2).
There are many stops in the city where the bus picks up
passengers which are listed on the Egged website1. As a
participant observing the commuter-pilgrims on the bus,
I sat at the back of the bus where I had the best vantage
point. Photos were an integral part of my research, and
were usually taken from this perspective. I also recorded
soundscapes of the interior of the bus in order to create
a complete Bus No. 163 experience for myself. Though
I conducted much of my analysis post fieldwork, an
integral part of the fieldwork was discussing field
notes with my Israeli colleagues at my university. By
mentioning the important moments or the moments that
resonated with me with my colleagues, I noticed patterns
in the interactions and observations and developed key
themes within my research notes.

Where are They Going? Destination:
Rachel’s Tomb
The Turners’ work on pilgrimage was influenced by
Eliade’s (1958) idea of a sacred space. However, they
did not accept Eliade’s emphasis on the centre. Turner
claimed that a pilgrim leaves his home and goes on a
(sometimes) dangerous journey to ‘a centre out there’,
which becomes a temporary sacred centre for the pilgrim
during their travels (Turner, 1973; Turner & Turner,
2011:34-35).
For Turner, pilgrimage is a liminal phenomenon that
existed on the margins of geographical and social
1 See http://bus.org.il/otobusimmvc/Line_
Places/1010/163_1_-1069776502?Language=en.
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Figure 2: The route of Bus No. 163

https://moovitapp.com/israel-1/lines/163/403966/5017153/
en?customerId=4908&ref=2&poiType=line

of the 20th century, the site was contested by Muslims,
who sought control of the place on the grounds that the
Tomb was part of a neighbouring Muslim cemetery and
thus subject to Islamic law (Bowman, 2014).

frameworks as places of pilgrimage in different religions
are usually found outside the ‘administrative centre of
the state or church’ (Turner, 1975:38–41). In this vein,
Rachel’s Tomb is located on the northern outskirts
of Bethlehem some 460 meters south of Jerusalem’s
municipal boundary (a centre out there). The site has
been identified for over 1,700 years as the grave of the
Jewish matriarch Rachel.

Since 1967, the structure has been in Jewish hands and
has suffered from periodic episodes of heavy violence,
especially during the two intifadas (Hassner, 2009:115–
16; Selwyn, 2009:43). On September 11, 2002, during
the height of the Second Intifada, the Israeli government
decided, to place the sacred compound inside the area
of the Israeli security barrier in Jerusalem. In 2005,
Israel unilaterally declared that the Tomb site was a part
of Jerusalem, and today the site stands in a a perpetual
no-man’s land between Jerusalem and Bethlehem; not
just on, but in the border between Israel and Palestine.
In legal terms, its location is heavily contested; it was
to have been returned to Palestine under the 1993/1995
Oslo Accords, but Israel decided to retain the site under
pressure from settlers and religious groups. Since then,
this important Jewish holy place has been made into a
high-profile national religious shrine and is often referred
to by its devotees as the second or the third holiest place
in Judaism (the Temple Mount being the undisputed
holiest site, and other important sites being the Western
Wall, Mount Sinai and the Mount of Olives) and . The

The copious literature on Jewish, Christian, and Muslim
pilgrimage identifies and documents the spot as the place
where Rachel is buried. As with many Jewish religious
sites in Israel and elsewhere, and particularly with respect
to tombs of patriarchs, prophets, and Rabbis, the site also
has religious significance for members of other faiths
(Shragai, 2010; Stadler, 2015). This was particularly
well documented in the 15th century with descriptions of
Jews, Muslims, and Christians frequenting the Tomb. In
1615, Muhammad, Pasha of Jerusalem, gave the Jews
exclusive rights to the Tomb. In 1830, the Ottomans
recognised the legal rights of the Jews to the site. When
the British Jew Sir Moses Montefiore (financier, banker,
activist and philanthropist) purchased the site in 1841,
he restored the tomb and added a small prayer hall for
Muslims. Many other Christian groups wanted to take
over this site and build a church there. At the beginning
14
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Figure 3: The bus stop outside of Rachel’s Tomb

Figure 4: The Entrance to Rachel’s Tomb complex

Photograph by author

Photograph by author

uncertainty about the site’s status stems from different
competing interest groups, but its sacred ranking among
Jews also indicates a recently revived and politically
motivated place in the Jewish pantheon.
The site’s religious status and political value have
resulted in extraordinary defensive measures being
adopted. For example, the Tomb is completely enveloped
by a concrete separation barrier, making it available only
to Israeli Jews and tourists coming from Jerusalem in
approved vehicles. It has become a military zone; a literal
urban fortress.
As seek in Figures 3 and 4, this walled ‘umbilical cord’
is all that connects the shrine to Israel; otherwise, the
Tomb is embedded on the edge of Bethlehem, enveloped
in the separation barrier, and adjacent to the Palestinian
Aida Refugee Camp on the other side of the wall. Most
of the enclosed site is an open space, named ‘Our Mother
Rachel Square’, as an attempt to bring the site into the
urban domain. The tiny tomb structure is hidden behind
a long stone portico with guard towers at either end. So
strictly and thoroughly is the site severed from its urban
surroundings that the dominant impression of the site is of
a modern-day high-security prison. Steel security gates,
barbed wire, watchtowers, police barriers, floodlights
and surveillance cameras punctuate the wall (see Figure
3). Armed military personnel are also present, and there
is a strong sense of a joint endeavour between the faithful
and the military.
Upon arriving at the Tomb the passengers from Bus
No. 163 stream into the complex to pray. The tomb

room is divided diagonally by a wall that separates
male and female worshippers and the tomb structure
itself is covered in embroidered velvet; on one side is
an embroidered image of the tomb and on the other the
Temple of Jerusalem, a clear link being made between
this outlying site and its larger, more mainstream
counterpart in the centre of Jerusalem. Festivals are
celebrated and regular religious lessons take place at
the site, linked to the settler-established yeshiva (or
educational institution). However, much of the prayer at
the Tomb is personal in nature. Individual supplication
and lamentation takes place in the shadow of Rachel,
who, as the worshippers believe, died on her journey in a
place undefined and belonging to no one. Not lost on the
researcher and pilgrims is the fact that the site’s location
within the separation barrier relegates it to a ‘no-place’
between two embattled territories.
According to the pilgrim-passengers on Bus No. 163, the
trip to and from the tomb is ‘safe’. The Israeli Border
Patrol and Israel Defence Forces keep a continuous
watchful eye over the entire area. As noted above, the
Tomb has undergone massive exterior reinforcement and
is in itself a fortress, yet, the facade of the building is
considered as being ‘tasteful’ and ‘aesthetic’. There is
little doubt that the combination of militarism and piety
is effective, as expressed in the orchestration of the site
- the timed entries of buses through the walled corridor,
and the decanting of visitors into a compound that has all
of the fixtures of a frontier fortress (see Figure 4). There
is an element of spectacle here, partly facilitated by the
backdrop of huge military walls and towers. During
Jewish festivals, thousands of people flood the site. The
15
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militarised treatment of the Tomb enclosure purports to
provide security, but the extreme qualities of the site and
its architecture also convey anxiety to the very people
it protects. The treatment of the compound immediately
recalls the violent episodes that have plagued this site
accentuated by glimpses of Palestinian Bethlehem over
the walls to remind people to be afraid.

Figure 5: Pilgrims on Bus No. 163.

With its heavy military choreography, the Tomb is
portrayed as an anti-terrorist outpost. The Rachel’s Tomb
Committee (2009 - cited in Bowman, 2013:82) calls it
the fortress complex which is used to protect visitors
from terrorists. With this sort of imagery, Rachel’s Tomb
is no longer simply a militarised site for defence, but
becomes part of a wider Israeli militarism that demands
constant vigilance.

Photograph by author

The tomb is of special significance to women, who used
to pray there for a suitable marriage partner or the ability
to give birth (Sered, 1986; Stadler 2015). Of particular
importance for women is Rachel’s birthday (Jewish
Mother’s Day), which falls on the 11th day of the lunar
month of Cheshvan / Heshvan (17th October in 2021).
This has become a day of pilgrimage for thousands of
Jewish women, who come from all over the country
to pray for fertility for their loved ones or themselves.
A militarised act at the site related to this significance
for women, that particularly stands out is the use of the
wedding dress of a young woman who was killed in a
terrorist attack in Jerusalem one day before her marriage.
This was re-sewn and donated by her mother as a Torah
curtain for Rachel’s Tomb.

and the wearing of the traditional clothing and head
coverings of their eighteenth-century European ancestors
(Heilman & Friedman, 1991). It is important to note that
ultra-Orthodoxy differs from other forms of Judaism
(Stadler, 2002), such as the more liberal expressions of
conservative and reformed Judaism which is dominant
in the United States, or Orthodox Judaism, which is the
most prevalent expression in Israel.
The ultra-Orthodox have been described as a ‘culture
of the enclave’, a community which follows strict
religious rules along with an isolated lifestyle (Stadler,
2005:217). Most Orthodox Jewish communities typically
take a concerned and reflective approach towards media
technology. Yet the ultra-Orthodox often characterise
media technologies (i.e., TV and the Internet) as symbols
of modernity and secular values, traits from which they
consciously distance themselves. Thus, use of such
technology is often debated within the community and the
subject of law making. Discussions about technology use
facilitated by rabbis and religious leaders are often framed
in terms of the possibilities and dangers that technology
affords the community. Public discussions related to
the boundaries of using certain modern technologies
are common, such as how electrical appliances should
be used on Shabbat, the Jewish sacred day of the week
(lasting from sunset on Friday to to sunset on Saturday)
or whether televisions should be forbidden in homes,
considering that from the ultra-Orthodox perspective
televisions symbolise secular values and are aimed at
moral seduction (Stadler, 2005).

The Pilgrim Passengers of Bus No. 163
It needs to be specified that Jewish identity in Israel is
complex, spanning notions of religion, ethnicity, and four
religious subgroups that make up Israeli Jewry. Nearly
all Israeli Jews identify with one of four categories:
Haredi (commonly translated as ‘ultra-Orthodox’), Dati
(‘religious’), Masorti (‘traditional’) or Hiloni (‘secular’).
Ultra-Orthodox, which constitute the vast majority of
the 163 pilgrims which I observed, is a conservative
segment of the overall religious community of Israel,
representing about 6 per cent of the total population.
Also referred to as Haredi (or charedi), the community
is highly religious and characterised by its rejection of
the values of modernity, following kosher practices that
seek to separate the sacred from the profane in all areas
of life, a commitment to religious study and prayer,
16
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Therefore, the concept of individual and group identity
is an important consideration in attempting to render a
reliable analysis in this study. To understand how pilgrim
identity functions within the whole setting of the liminal
stage on Bus No. 163, and also to analyse behavioural and
cultural aspects that may shed a light on this pilgrimage
pattern, I present below field notes taken during my
direct observation process while travelling alongside the
pilgrims.

Figure 6: More pilgrims on Bus No. 163

12.12.2019 (first encounters)
I jump on the bus from Central Bus Station. Standing
close to driver’s seat, I try to catch the first overall
impression - a static image. Then move into the interior of
the bus to get a better sense of the details that make up the
whole picture: people making no eye contact, no words
spoken to one another. It is silent. But facial expressions
speak for each one of these people. There is a common
trait these people share: they all seem concerned, deep
in their heavy thoughts. Lines on their faces and the
postures of their heads and bodies show preoccupation.
It is an austere atmosphere in which the dominant color
is black. Most of the people wear black clothes. Close
to me, right in the front seats of the bus, there are two
men wearing payot 2. They are thoughtful and still, one
of them is repeatedly and carefully folding a piece of
paper, with slow gestures, as if he is trying to organise
his thoughts in preparation for something important such
as an exam or a meeting. Behind these men, on the same
side, women of mixed-ages sit motionless looking at a
point suspended somewhere in their thoughts. Almost
all women are wearing head coverings. One of them is
reading tehilim (Book of Psalms). Some people sitting in
the back seats bring some disruption in this motionless
picture: girls spinning their heads, looking out the sides
and front of the bus. One of them though, is not interested
in anything around her. She is also reading tehilim, like
the old woman in front of her. On the other side of the bus,
in front of the reading girl is, a young man and woman (a
couple, most likely) who are looking out the window with
the same preoccupied austere expression on their faces.
The woman of this couple, like many other people in this
bus, is keeping her hands together giving the impression
that she is patiently waiting and thinking. Right in front
2 Payot (Hebrew: ;הָאֵּפplural: )תֹואֵּפ, also pronounced pe’ot,
peyot; or payos, peyos, is the Hebrew word for sidelocks
or sideburns. Payot are worn by some men and boys in the
Orthodox Jewish community based on an interpretation of
the Biblical injunction against shaving the ‘corners’ of one’s
head. Literally, pe’ah means ‘corner, side, edge’.

Photograph by author

of me there is a group of five women. They all have their
heads covered. The posture of the bodies makes a group
image that impresses me. They all keep heads leaned a
bit forward, their looks deepened into the tehilim kept
in their hands, reading. Lines on foreheads show they
are absorbed in what they are reading and, most likely,
praying. By replication of shape and expression, the
image I see emphasises the state of piety, humbleness,
prayer, acceptance, and patience. The idea of a shared
identity expressed in the same behavior and state of mind
emerges for me while watching them. One woman in
front of the group keeps her book closed, looking ahead
with a shadow of a smile on her face and a confident light
in the eyes. Her image suggests contentment and peace
as if she foresees that everything will be fine. The serious
and silent atmosphere creates the impression that these
people are preparing themselves for something important,
great but also mysterious and touching to them.
19.12.2019
I move down to the front half of the bus so I can better
observe the people on this trip. Seven middle-aged
to elderly people occupy this space. Some of them sit
17
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the first clues about how ancient and tribal societies
conceptualised and symbolised the transitions men
have to make between well-defined states and statuses’
(Turner & Turner, 2011:2). Within van Gennep’s theory,
he surmises that three phases exist within the rites of
passage that mark life’s transitional moments (e.g.,
initiation rites, marriages, funerals): the preliminal
(separation phase); the liminal (transition phase); and
the postlirninal (incorporation phase) (van Gennep,
1960:11). Within a prescribed ritual, a person is separated
from their previous social life and persona, they undergo
some kind of initiatory act and symbolic change, and
are then reincorporated into the social group in a new
social capacity. Rooted in the Latin word limen (meaning
threshold), the term liminal (state) is used to describe
the second stage, that of the intermediate or transitional
period. During this transitional phase, the individual (or
group of individuals) is considered ambiguous; they
have shed one social status but have not yet fully entered
into the next. The Turners expanded on van Gennep’s
work and applied it to pilgrimage. They named this the
‘liminoid’ or ‘betwixt and between’ phase (Turner &
Turner, 2011). According to Turner and Turner, this stage
is a time which is neither ‘here nor there’; a time which
exists ‘outside’ of social constraints. The qualities of this
ritual stage give rise to what the Turners label a form of
‘anti-structure’ (Turner, 1969). They hypothesised this to
be a time that allows for increased levels of communion
and ‘communitas’ between pilgrims of different social
status: ‘“Communitas” describes the individual pilgrim’s
transition away from mundane structures and social
interdependence into a looser commonality of feeling
with fellow visitors’ (Coleman, 2002:356). Liminal
spaces are borderlands between the mundane and the
extraordinary which, while locations of ‘desire’ and
‘dreamtime’, are ‘also places of anxiety replete with
darker images of threat and danger’ (Preston-Whyte,
2004:350). The liminal experience involves traversing
some imagined threshold, crossing boundaries such as
the no man’s land.

together and chat, but others sit alone in silence. There
are two seats here that face inwards so that people on
either side are looking in each other’s direction. Yet,
the people sitting here do not engage each other with
conversation or eye contact. Instead, they gaze past each
other, focussing on what is happening out the window.
Just now, a man gets on the bus and does a similar
thing. He visually scans the bus for seats but does not
make direct eye contact with anyone. Anderson (2004)
observed similar occurrences on public transport,
articulating how people would divert their gazes to avoid
recognition and ‘look through people who happen to
cross through their field of vision, effectively consigning
their counterparts to a form of social oblivion’ (p15).
Through a lack of eye contact or recognition, people are
distancing themselves from the strangers around them
and making themselves socially inaccessible. People on
Bus No. 163 are already physically distanced from one
another, sitting on separate seats, but now with a lack of
recognition they are mentally and emotionally distanced
from one another too. Through evading engagement, the
‘unknown’ has become the ‘stranger’ (Hirschauer, 2005)
as these people reside in their personal space practicing
civil inattention.

The Bus Trip as a Liminal Part of the
Pilgrimage
Much of the current theory relevant to elements of
liminality and transformation is informed by the French
folklorist and ethnographer Arnold van Gennep’s
(1960) work on rites of passage. His research ‘gave us
Figure 7: Female pilgrim waiting at a Jerusalem bus
stop for Bus No. 163

The time people spend on Bus No. 163 between Central
bus station and Rachel’s tomb is what the Turners would
describe as a ‘liminal’ space, ‘in between’ ‘rituals’ or
events and characterised by ambiguity. To put it in
context, the Bus No. 163 ride is situated between one
destination and the next—for example, home and tomb.
This may help to explain why this public transport is ‘not
the place’ for social engagement. I see these ‘unwritten
rules’ in play on the No. 163 buses, in that all passengers

Photograph by author
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seem very much socially inaccessible in their personal
space, not talking to one another and only exchanging
quick glances. They are disconnected mentally and
emotionally, from when they board until they reach their
destination. As if to corroborate this theory, a young man
boards the bus, sits down across from me and immediately
takes his tehilim book from his pocket and reads prayers.
Interestingly, pilgrims on the bus are not aided by
‘entertainment technology’, such as Ipods, mobile phones
(with built-in social media), electronic game consoles,
laptops, or even books and newspapers. These things are
normally used on other buses or means of transportation
in Jerusalem – typically people use these technologies to
occupy themselves when they are not engaged socially.
This type of entertainment technology forms a barrier to
deter anyone who wishes to socialise. However, on Bus
No. 163, tehilim and religious books render the pilgrims
very unapproachable to anyone wishing to converse.
Zurabavel (1979) explains that this social inaccessibility
is a hallmark of one being in their personal space. In this
context, it is almost like a sign that says ‘do not disturb’.
Except from a couple of pilgrims who are talking on their
kosher phones3, nobody needs technology to become
socially unavailable on the bus ride.

Voluntary Gender Segregation or Dissolution
of Communitas?
In the Turners’ opinion, liminality encourages antistructure and creates a different reality that can liberate
the person from social bonds and enables them to achieve
a different level of understanding. The pilgrim might
experience ‘a moment that is outside of time’ at the
pilgrimage site, this may exposes an encompassing social
bond (Turner, 1969:96; Turner & Turner, 2011:34–35).
This is communitas, a characteristic feature of liminal
situations, according to Turner, wherein the participants
can express strong spontaneous feelings of humanity. The
3
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communitas character of pilgrimage makes it democratic
- the secular distinctions of rank and status disappear or
are homogenised. In this sense, pilgrimage presents a
living model of human togetherness. Pilgrims travel in
fellowship; there is a strong tendency among them to
develop an intense comradeship often manifest in lifelong friendships. The pilgrims become like brothers
and sisters and there is fellowship with like-minded
individuals.
Thus, communitas is a concept which denotes cohesion
in a group of pilgrims, based on an encompassing feeling
of affinity, solidarity and togetherness. According to the
Turners, pilgrimage cultivates the growth this existential
or spontaneous communitas, which turns into a more
organised social system, i.e., into normative communitas.
This normative communitas is the characteristic form
of social communication among pilgrims, and between
pilgrims and those who offer them help and hospitality
on their sacred journey (Turner, 1975:22). A further
feature of communitas is that differences in age, gender,
ethnicity, and wealth are completely abandoned. This
model, however, has aroused theoretical criticism, voiced
mainly by the anthropologists Michael Sallnow and
John Eade, who propose a new and pluralistic agenda in
pilgrimage studies (Eade & Sallnow, 2000). They suggest
that some of the characteristics attributed to communitas
do indeed occur sometimes, however, they concluded
Figure 8: Inside Bus No. 163

In March 2005, an Israeli wireless company, announced
the launch of a phone designed specifically for the ultraOrthodox Jewish community in Israel. The idea for such
a phone began when religious authorities and community
members became concerned that cell phones might be
enabling unacceptable content to infiltrate the community.
This led to an official, lengthy and interesting process of
value and need negotiation between the community and
several mobile phone providers in 2004 and 2005. The result
was the launch of the ‘kosher phone’, a unique example of
how a religious community may re-design a technology so
that it is compatible with its standards of practice. Thus,
kosher phones have been restricted in ways, to ensure that
they prevent access to apps and sites that could be considered
problematic

Photograph by author
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that he was reading. Obviously, this unexpected and
sudden spatial proximity to a woman disturbed him, and
after grumbling with displeasure, he stood up from his
seat and moved to another place where a couple of young
fellow Haredi men were sitting. The woman felt the
discontent that she gave the man but she kept on sitting
on the seat without turning a hair.

that social boundaries and differences are not weakened
under such conditions, but rather remain and in many
cases are strengthened (Eade & Sallnow, 2000:68).
Some religious institutions segregate based on gender.
Conservative strands of Judaism (similar to Islam)
segregate men and women during prayer, either in
completely separate rooms or by a partition within the
same room. Some religions also restrict who can receive
certain honours, such as reading from the Torah, or
who can ascend to certain respected positions within
the religion, such as becoming a priest. Ultra-Orthodox
men and women are separated in many places: in the
synagogue, in school, at weddings. They even have
separate beaches with separate days for swimming in the
ocean. On public transportation, Haredi men refuse to sit
next to women who are not their wives or daughters out
of fear of even the slightest accidental physical contact
with a woman. Public transport is one of the more visible
examples of segregation of men and women in the Haredi
Orthodox world - part of the larger, long-running battle
in Haredi society to keep outside influences at bay. Bus
companies in Israel have started operating bus-lines in
the ultra-Orthodox neighbourhoods with separate seating
for men and women. These buses exclusively serve ultraorthodox neighbourhoods and are operated by private bus
companies as well as by at least one public bus company
that is subsidised by the government.

On another occasion, I was sitting alone in a four-chair
seat, three Haredi women got on the bus and after
validating their rav-kav cards on the magnetic machine,
they started to search for a place to sit. They noticed me
sitting alone in a four-chair seat. From the looks in their
eyes it was clear that they wanted me stand up, giving
the whole seat to them, as it was inappropriate for them
to sit near a strange man. I nodded my head, signalling
them that I was leaving the seat to them. I stood up and
an old Haredi man, on the opposite seat, who had been
observing this silent agreement between me and the
women, congratulated me by saying ‘Kol Hakavod דובכה
( ’לכwell done!).
This reaction may perhaps surprise men more than
women. After all, intermingling with men can often be
unpleasant for women and separation may be reassuring.
The discomfort in being harassed by men may be one
reason for this reaction. Another reason is perhaps the
ability of women to share their experiences without
being subjected to criticism or supervision by men. It
is ironic precisely because of the patriarchal nature of
the ultra-Orthodox community which makes separation
so essential and important. A man sitting in a bus may
intimidate women and prevent them from sharing
experiences concerning their marriage, their husbands,
and even more personal experiences. The practice of
gender separation has many facets and it is possible
that some of them are supportive of women rather than
discriminative.

In order to ascertain whether the practice of gender
separation is discriminatory or not, one ultimately has
to determine the rationale underlying the practice and
explore the social meanings therein. In evaluating these
rationales, the social meaning attached to the practice
of gender separation in the context of ultra-orthodox
Jews should be understood. Using public transportation
typically involves physical contact between men and
women. Physical contact between men and women is a
concern, and yet, at the same time, it is recognised that
using public transportation is inevitable for both men and
women. Like a handshake between a man and a woman,
sharing a seat in a bus causes discomfort among some
religious Jews.

20.01.2020
As we (I travelled with a male friend this time) got on
the bus, it was apparent that our presence had raised the
passengers’ suspicion. Being the only secular looking
men on a vehicle filled with Ultra-Orthodox women
gave our ride an eerie sense of foreignness, as if we
had entered a territory to which we did not belong. This
feeling became a dominant fact as we encountered a
woman who was noticeably concerned about us. She was
probably around 40 years old and sat right next to us,
accompanying another woman. We grabbed her attention

It is not that we sit here because we are unequal.
This is our role according to Jewish law. I would
never sit near a man (a Haredi pilgrim on Bus
No. 163 who prefers to sit at the back row seat).
On one occasion, a middle-aged, modestly dressed
woman, (non-Haredi), sat on a seat opposite seat an old
Haredi man who was fully concentrating on the tehilim
20
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the moment she heard us speaking English, and she
started staring at us, examining the notepad I held and
scanned every detail in our appearance. This distressed
and aggressive stare seemed to me like an opportunity
to present ourselves. However, when she realised that I
was about to engage in a conversation, she fiercely asked:
‘( ’?הכל בסדרIs everything all right?). It seemed like her
way of conducting the common security test of checking
one’s spoken language. My immediate interpretation of
the scenario was that my ‘Arabic’ appearance (my facial
features, skin colour) intimidated her, since it was a tense
time in Jerusalem. After I replied in Hebrew, I tried to
continue with presenting details of my research, but,
she cut the conversation instantly, turning her head to
her woman companion. I could hear the woman asking
her companion questions about us, such as: ‘לך בסדר
( ’?הם נראיםAre they looking all right to you?). We did
not communicate again, yet she continued to stare at us
until the very last stop, even after moving to a farther seat
when she got a chance.
As referenced in both public space and mobility
ethnographies, early 21st century public transit systems
often create collectives with participants who are alien
and/or hostile to one another. It has been noted specifically
that this hostility exists on buses where ‘aisle seats’ are
occupied to restrict access to available window seats,
and a quick glance may be met with a dead-eyed look
and taken as indication of hostility’ (Wilson, 2011:639).
This is often accompanied by the aforementioned use of
portable electronic devices to avoid conversation and eye
contact (Bissell, 2010:271).
Bus No. 163 is a place which is in-between. It is
meticulously designed with the goal to create a calm,
orderly place for pilgrims to occupy and travel through
while not being considered as a permanent space, much
like an airport it is a space which people pass through
in order to take a flight to travel somewhere else. From
this perspective, a bus exists as a mode of transport
within which a passenger can sit or stand without
considering the bus as a location but as a means to get
to a destination. Additionally, the time dedicated to
travel is an intermediate state neither productive nor
unproductive, but rather suspended in between moments
dedicated to personhood (Lloyd, 2003:98). The moment
the bus moves, it rolls forward and is neither at the place
it began nor is it at the place it ends. The bus exists in a
chasm of time and place, marking it as a liminal space
both temporally and spatially.
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A deep sense of isolation prevails on the bus. Most people
keep to themselves and put up boundaries that ward
others away from making conversation. A result of this is
that Pilgrims on the bus are intimidated when approached
by a ‘stranger’. Goffman (1963) contextualises this fear,
explaining that when one opens up to talk to strangers,
they also open up to unwanted approaches which
could include false information, pleadings, and insults.
Gardener (2009) in exploring travel modes, explains that
public transport is experienced differently by different
genders. Women are more prone to sexual assault and
therefore have more pronounced safety concerns. These
concerns are then compounded by civic education that
teaches children to fear ‘strangers’, leading to alienation
and suspicion of ‘unknown’ others (Allen, 2009). These
concerns are fuelled by the media (Coxon, 2007),
which often deems public transport a space of crime
and anti-social behaviour (Davis, et al., 1967). A person
can thereby feel vulnerable if they open themselves
up to strangers in public spaces, particularly on public
transport. Thus, an attitude which Anderson (2004:14)
describes as ‘pervasive weariness’ can prevail on public
transport like Bus No. 163. This pervasive wariness is
characterised by making oneself socially inaccessible
(Zurabavel, 1979) and constricting one’s personal space
and avoiding strangers.

Profile of a Frequent Pilgrim
Riki is a woman in her 40s with light skin and dark hair.
She dresses in a very feminine way, often in a white
dress, with high heel shoes, and a crown. Most of her
clothing is of a lighter shade (as the white dress). Beyond
her attractive clothing, Riki also seems to invest a lot
of time in her looks through wearing heavy makeup,
mainly lipstick and mascara (on her eyelashes). Her
dresses are long and have sleeves, and I never saw her
with pants. Religious Jewish groups would not define her
appearance as modest, although she is a member of the
Breslov4 movement.
Riki, dressed in this way, attracts my attention. She stands
out with these bright colours, feminine appearance, and
without a head cover. Indeed, one of the first things Riki
4 The Breslov movement was founded by Rabbi Nachman
of Breslov. In addition to their regular daily services in
their prayer book, Breslover Hasidim try to spend an hour
alone with God each day, pouring out their thoughts and
concerns in whatever language they speak as if talking
to a close personal friend. Retrieved from https://www.
jewishvirtuallibrary.org/breslov-hasidism (accessed on 2nd
of May, 2020).
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I believe that it would be more appropriate in such
circumstances to describe the setting of Bus No. 163 as a
community, rather than communitas. This pilgrimage to
Rachel’s Tomb is focused on its completion but not on
the essence of the journey as a pilgrimage. The individual
and liminal pilgrim of former times has become a bus
passenger in a hurry with a schedule to keep. Thus, the
route is becoming less an intrinsic part of the pilgrim’s
journey and more a means by which to reach, as swiftly
as possible the site; it is more unstructured and individual
than group-oriented and organised.

wants to show me when I tell her about my research,
is her uniqueness. She points around and asks me if I
see how different she is among the rest. She wants to
be identified for what she is and not by the thoughts of
others. Riki considers herself as an ‘urban Jewish female
mystic’. She lives in Western Jerusalem and takes Bus
No. 163 from the Central bus station of Jerusalem every
single day to visit the tomb of Rachel with the exception
of Saturdays (shabat). She has been travelling on Bus
No. 163 for almost four years. She reaches the shrine
around 10 am and leaves around 14.45 pm. The drivers
of Bus No. 163 confirm to me that she makes this journey
every day.
This is my personal sacrifice to HaShem (God);
taking this spiritual journey every day. It is not
easy at all. But eventually I feel uplifted with the
help of Our Mother Rachel (Rachel İmenu). In
the beginning I was taking this travel time as
an opportunity to prepare myself mentally and
emotionally by reading verses from ‘Tehilim’,
by talking to God-because HaShem talks to
me daily- before reaching the tomb. After all
these years, now that I feel spiritually high
and elevated I normalised the travel time, just
gazing through the window to see the miracles
of HaShem created. I do not communicate
with the other passengers; I still prefer to be
introvertive.

Discussion and Conclusion

The Return Journey
The time that pilgrims get to spend at the shrine is
controlled in part by the schedule of Bus No. 163. The
time allocated to pray or complete the visitation is around
forty minutes. Pilgrims are required to remain inside
before being able to leave to catch the next bus. On the
way to the shrine, a certain sense of anxiety and stress is
felt in the air, because pilgrims are neither here, nor there,
but in-between. This strictly controlled and confined
space gives them a sense of discomfort. The fact that
the shrine is situated on/in the border and is a military
enclave increases the feeling of tension and agitation.
One can read the reflections of these feelings on the faces
of the pilgrims. However, the return trip differs, in that
feelings of satisfaction, fulfilment, and the idea of going
back home from this ‘highly sacred’ but ‘claustrophobic’
shrine obviously gives the pilgrims the sense of relief.
There are more smiling faces; women start to find excuses
to talk to each other; and those travelling together talk
loudly about daily domestic issues, such as what they are
going to cook for the dinner or where they can find the
freshest fish for Shabbat dinner.
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As noted from the behavioural patterns I directly observed
during numerous bus rides, individual isolation exists
alongside the preservation of habitual patterns while
interacting with others. Pilgrims do not discard entirely
their previous way of being. Gender separation as well
as some evidence of dissociation between one’s real and
other worlds suggest that this bus ride is not the space
for creating communitas from a Turnerian perspective.
While this is a liminal state, pilgrims still tend to carry
with them the marks of their previous status before they
embarked on this sacred journey. It might possible to
suggest that Bus No. 163 is a new socially unstructured
milieu, wherein participants puts aside their social status
and become for a short period just a bus traveller who
chose voluntarily to go to a sacred place. However, in this
instance, this liminal space does not result in an increased
interaction with others. Pilgrims, may for a short period
be equal in social terms, but, this does not necessarily
promote togetherness or group cohesion which are a
critical elements of building communitas.
It is an unusual experience to be confined in a bus,
while sometimes feeling insecurity towards others, be
they strangers or visibly different in gender or group
membership. The literature suggests that pilgrims may
experience common feelings as they make an effort or
a sacrifice to engage with the sacred. In this light, the
uneasiness felt by pilgrims while travelling on Bus
No. 163, the isolation from each other, and all other
insecurities seem to be accepted consciously with
no complaint, and this silent acceptance seems to be
common to all participants – however, it does not create
a sense of togetherness. This may be one of the reasons
for the austere atmosphere in the bus - perhaps this is
connected in a way to the idea of suffering, perhaps as the
Turners suggest - ‘for many pilgrims the journey itself is
something of a penance’ (Turner & Turner, 2011:9).

International Journal of Religious Tourism and Pilgrimage

In the Turners’ view, ‘mysticism is an interior pilgrimage,
pilgrimage is exteriorized mysticism’ (Turner & Turner,
2011). Pilgrims go on such a journey to meet with the
sacred, as all sites of pilgrimage are believed to be places
where miracles happened and may happen again. Every
pilgrimage is an expression of the way an individual or
a group relates to the existence of a deity to which they
manifest the desire to communicate. The experience of a
bus ride to a shrine, being a part of a pilgrimage, becomes
a manifestation of mysticism as in the case of Riki the
everyday pilgrim.
Concerning pilgrim identities, it has been shown here that
at an individual level the concept of identity is framed
in complex ways. Individual identities are multifaceted,
reflecting externally in specific relations within groups.
Signs of variation within groups pervade in the whole
picture of the bus and so they are highlighted in the
separation lines between individuals who I observed.
Religious identity manifests itself in many behavioural
and cultural elements, coalescing in common forms of
peer communication, as is obvious from the pictures
showed above, men wearing the same outfit according
to their religious belongings, sitting close to each other.
However despite the commonalities, the separation lines
mean people still do not engage in conversation or eye
contact. This separation is particularly evident when
framed by gender which is not only a religious matter but
also a matter of security, safety and comfort.
In a liminal space, temporally and spatially suspended
from the mundane, former constructs do not necessarily
dissolve into a new unstructured environment, as implied
by the Turnerian concept of communitas. Rather, the
former constructs, mainly in social terms, are somewhat,
suspended. Other constructs however, cultural and
behavioural (clothing, gender, separation) remain active
and clearly maintain individual identities. This may be
happening due to the pressures of time, the journey may
not be long enough for communitas to emerge, and the
length of time at the Tomb may also be too restrictive for
such a fundamental transformation. In addition, modern
individuals protect their personal identity which they
see as essential in order to distinguish themselves from
others (see Riki in the field notes above).
For modern pilgrims to Rachel’s tomb, time seems to be
an issue. Pilgrims on Bus No. 163 need to use their time
wisely, as they do not have much time for meeting with
the sacred. Therefore, they need to prepare themselves by
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meditating, putting their thoughts in order, and praying
while on the short bus journey. This means that there is
little time for engaging in conversation with unknown
people, conversation that, most likely, would not lead to
lasting and meaningful relationships and therefore may
be a waste of time. The only sense of togetherness on the
Bus comes from sharing the same constraints of space
and time. There is also a shared identity among travellers
in that they seem to engage in similar postures and
states of mind, reflected in the attitudes of withdrawal,
meditation, and silent concern. The pilgrimage rituals
on Bus No. 163, as shown in this study, emerge from an
interrelation between individual identities and a sacred
place, a place that has its own identity framed by security
and political issues which heavily influence the sacred
experience. The bus is a modern and comfortable one,
but is still a space of seclusion, isolation, uncertainty and
anxiety. It is, however, also a space of meditation and
prayer, dreaming, and hope - a space of preparation for
meeting with the sacred.
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